English is not education and education is not English: An urgent need for multilingual teaching strategies in South Africa by Mpanza, C. D.
English is not education and education is not English: An urgent need for 
multilingual teaching strategies in South Africa. 
 
Abstract  
This paper reports on one of the findings from a study that was conducted to determine 
strategies that can be used to promote indigenous African languages as Languages 
of Learning and Teaching (Lolts) in South African schools. A review of literature 
indicated that the Language-in-Education Policy (LiEP) which was adopted in 1997 
recognises the need for multilingual teaching in South African schooling as a form of 
redress for the linguistic imbalances that were created by apartheid. It further indicates 
that there are differences in the way multilingualism is understood as well as differing 
views on how it should be provided for in teaching and learning. However, though the 
policy recognises the need to promote multilingualism in the South African education 
system, promotion requirements that are recommended for the various grades seem 
to negate this constitutional provision, particularly for black learners who are the main 
speakers of the South African indigenous languages. A qualitative approach was used 
to collect, analyse and interpret the data of the study which was collected from 
educators both from the GET and the FET phases of schooling; learners in the FET 
phase and lecturers from institutions of higher learning in the KwaZulu-Natal province 
where the study was conducted. Questionnaires, an interview schedule and an 
observation schedule were used to collect data from the different categories of 
respondents. This paper particularly reports on the findings related to strategies used 
by educators to deal with language-related problems when they teach which 
predominantly indicate that using the learners’ home language to better facilitate 
teaching and learning is an unavoidable reality. This finding is further corroborated by 
views elicited from learners who participated in focus groups discussions who all 
indicated that they wished for teaching and learning approaches that would recognise 
and allow for the use of their home language for teaching and learning through 
bi/multilingual programmes that took cognisance of their prevailing language realities.  
 
 
Introduction 
The issue of language in teaching and learning situations has been central to 
education debates and discussions since the introduction of formal education in Africa.  
Various commissions and conferences dating as far back as 1909 have been held to 
address deficiencies in education in African countries that resulted from the imposition 
of colonial languages as languages of teaching and learning. The consensus in all the 
debates and discussions has been that education takes place best if it is offered in the 
child’s mother tongue or home language.  In spite of this consensus however, 
education in most, if not all African countries is still offered in the predominant foreign 
language in each country. South Africa, where this study is contextualized is no 
exception from this tendency- English still predominates at all levels of schooling.  The 
main effect that this tendency has had is to undermine and stifle both the indigenous 
languages that predominate in each country and the multilingual realities prevailing in 
various African countries. The cognitive, academic and linguistic effects of this 
tendency have been studied and reported by various researchers and organizations 
[OAU (1986) Cummins (2000), Skutnabb-Kangas, (1988) UNESCO, (1968 and 2003), 
and Biseth, (2009)] to name a few. Some of these findings, at different times and in 
different ways have been accompanied by brave attempts to recognise, promote and 
develop policies to encourage the use of local indigenous African languages for 
teaching and learning purposes in some African countries. The Six Year Primary 
Project (SYPP) in Nigeria (Bamgbose, 2005) and the Operational Research Project 
for the Teaching of Cameroonian Languages (PROPELCA) in Cameroon (Trudell, 
2005) for instance. In South Africa, with the advent of democracy in 1994, a new 
constitution was adopted which proclaimed all eleven languages spoken in South 
Africa as official and entrenched multilingualism as a constitutional requirement. This 
proclamation was accompanied by a number of developments and policy reviews in 
the education system that were aimed at aligning education provision to this 
constitutional requirement. For a number of reasons, realities prevailing in the 
education system in the country seem to continue to work against the fulfilment of the 
multilingual goal envisaged in the constitution.  
The concept of multilingualism and controversies surrounding its application in 
South African education policies  
When the Language-in-Education Policy was adopted in 1997, the principle of 
multilingualism was recognised as the central paradigm on which the policy would 
operate. Specifically, the policy highlights the following:  
 Recognition of cultural diversity as a valuable national asset and hence the 
need to promote multilingualism and the development of all official languages. 
 Promotion of both societal and individual multilingualism and the assumption 
that the learning of more than one language be general practice and principle 
in our society. 
 Differences of opinion regarding approaches to multilingualism and hence the 
need for the delivery system to be guided by results of comparative research, 
both locally and internationally. (Department of Education, 1997:2)  
The policy further espouses an additive approach to multilingualism in order to cater 
for the development of previously disadvantaged languages and to ensure that the 
learners’ linguistic rights are not undermined. An additive approach to multilingualism, 
according to Pluddemann (1999: 4), has been ‘interpreted as implying the 
maintenance of home (or primary) languages as the main Languages of Learning and 
Teaching (LoLTs), with the subsequent addition of other languages’. The reverse 
seems to be applicable in the South African scenario in relation to indigenous African 
languages. From Grade 3 onwards indigenous African learners have to switch from 
using their home languages for learning purposes to using English as a language of 
learning and teaching. In addition to this, the promotion requirements that the policy 
stipulates seem to work contrary to the paradigm of multilingualism by allowing that 
promotion from one grade to the next be based on passing only one language for the 
first nine years of schooling. The policy provides for the following promotion 
requirements:  
 In Grade 1 to Grade 4 promotion is based on performance in one language and 
Mathematics.  
 From Grade 5 onwards, only one language must be passed.  
 From Grade 10 to Grade 12 two languages must be passed, one on first 
language level, and the other on at least second language level. At least one of 
these languages must be an official language. (Department of Education, 
1997:2)  
The negative effects these provisions have on the development of the previously 
disadvantaged indigenous African languages on one hand and the promotion of 
multilingualism on the other have been repeatedly pointed out by scholars. For 
instance, Desai (2001: 330) claims that promotion requirements ‘will result in learners 
being less multilingual …than in the past’.  A similar view is shared by Prah (2006: 20) 
who claims that, ‘the multilingualism of the South African majority of African language 
speakers is undermined by stressing bilingualism as opposed to multilingualism in 
education’. Jako (2006: 5) states that ‘despite the government’s commitment for 
multilingualism and the promotion of language rights in all spheres of public life, the 
education sector does not totally reflect the multilingual nature of South Africa’. 
Another factor that has been pointed out is the assumption that both the LiEP and the 
subsequent outcomes-based education system seem to be premised; that of 
suggesting that learners will be bilingual in English and some other language. The 
policy has been criticised for failing to take into cognisance the real prevailing 
multilingual complexities in the country. Makalela (2005:156) claims that ‘in the 
Limpopo province alone, only 0.4 percent of people speak English as their primary 
language while the schoolchildren are surrounded by African languages’.  This is a 
prevailing situation not only in Limpopo but in most rural areas in other provinces as 
well. A similar observation is shared by Brock-Utne and Hopson (2005:9) who argue 
that ‘bi- or multilingualism may not even include a European language’ for most African 
children. Balfour (2007:10) argues that ‘an insistence on English unintentionally 
privileges a particular class in South Africa’.  In a nutshell, there is an urgent need to 
review and adapt language policies in education in order to ensure that appropriate 
multilingual teaching approaches that do not undermine the prevailing linguistic 
realities in communities are adopted.  
Data collection procedures 
This paper particularly reports on data related to strategies used by educators to deal 
with language-related problems when they teach. A   qualitative approach to data 
collection and analysis was used to conduct the study. Educators who participated in 
the study were sampled from both GET and FET phase schools situated in Ilembe, 
Empangeni and Umgungundlovu districts in the province of KwaZulu-Natal. These 
three districts were purposively sampled because they each have representations of 
the demographic spread of the population of KZN namely rural, urban and peri-urban. 
As part of the questionnaire, educators were asked to describe strategies that they 
use to deal with language-related problems in a teaching and learning situation. For 
triangulation purposes, further data was collected through focus group interviews 
conducted with learners in the FET phase of schooling as well as through an 
observation schedule that was drawn up by the researcher to observe and record 
interactions in content subject lessons that the researcher was allowed to observe.  
Once the data had been collected from all categories of respondents, it was analysed 
using rigorous procedures recommended for qualitative studies, viz; organizing the 
data, generating categories, themes and patterns, coding the data, representing the 
data and forming an interpretation of them (Marshall and Rossman, 1999; Creswell, 
2012). After the data had been organised using the above-mentioned analytic 
procedures, it was then interpreted in order to determine the key findings related to 
the theme.   
Findings 
The findings reported in this section are in relation to an item in the educator 
questionnaire that required educators to explain how they resolved language-related 
problems when they teach. This item was included as a follow-up to an item that 
required educators to indicate if they experienced language-related problems when 
they teach.  Responses to this item indicated that educators in all types of geographic 
locations in the province viz; rural, peri-urban and urban, did experience language-
related problems when they teach. In response to the item on how they resolved 
language-related problems, the following strategies were predominantly mentioned:  
 learners who speak the same home language are put in the same group so that 
they can help one another,  
 learners who speak the same language as the learner/s who is/are struggling 
are asked to explain or interpret questions and information to them;  
 assistants (like cleaners and office administrators who know the learners’ home 
language) are asked to come and explain to learners;  
 the educator explains using the learners’ home language if s/he can speak it;  
 language errors are ignored if the answer is correct;  
 learners are allowed to respond in the language in which they are comfortable;  
 learners are encouraged to practice speaking English even outside the 
classroom or  
 learners are told to ask parents to help them with their schoolwork.   
All the above-mentioned strategies obtained from responses to the educator 
questionnaire were corroborated by data collected through focus group interviews and 
through the observation schedule.  
Discussion of findings 
In different ways, the strategies mentioned indicate the value or the role that the 
learners’ home language has in the process of teaching and learning. All of the 
strategies seem to indirectly recognise and acknowledge the need to appeal to the 
language that the learners know better in order to facilitate teaching and learning 
effectively. These findings concisely imply that English is not education and education 
is not English. Strategies reported and observed in the teaching and learning situation 
seem to indicate that the multilingual realities of the community cannot be ignored in 
the classroom and there is no way of avoiding their impact on teaching and learning. 
If learners bring different linguistic resources into the classroom, it is then short-sighted 
to force them to subscribe to the norms of only one language when they are within the 
walls of the classroom. If almost all educators in their individual classrooms are forced 
to appeal to the learners’ other linguistic resources to simplify difficulties posed by the 
so-called language of teaching and learning, curriculum developers and planners 
should rather follow suit and make efforts to recognise the multilingual needs of 
learners. As mentioned in the paradigms of the LiEP, the prevailing multilingual 
realities in South Africa are varied and call for different approaches to multilingualism. 
An approach that works in one setting might not necessarily work in another setting. 
There are some situations where a multilingual approach that provides for the use of 
English alongside one indigenous African language would be feasible and others 
where English has to be used alongside two or more indigenous African languages as 
well as some that provide for a multilingual approach between or among indigenous 
African languages alone. This implies that multilingualism should not be necessarily 
understood to mean access to English and some other language. Another positive 
spin-off that could result from multilingual teaching approaches that take into 
cognisance the linguistic repertoires that learners bring into the classroom, would be 
the revival and the development of the indigenous African languages that have 
continued to suffer neglect in spite of the official recognition granted by the constitution 
in 1994.  
Conclusion 
The constitutional recognition of multilingualism in South Africa will only have a value-
adding impact if the education system restructures and revises language policies in 
education to truly reflect and accommodate the multilingual realities of the various 
communities that make up the South African society. Such restructuring and revision 
needs to take into cognisance that different approaches to multilingualism need to be 
developed and used to cater for the varied multilingual needs of the society. There is 
an urgent to conduct extensive research on the multilingual realities prevailing in 
different communities so that relevant multilingual strategies can be devised to cater 
effectively for the needs of learners and in the process also help preserve the 
indigenous African languages as espoused in the constitution.   
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